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Introduction

A drowsy, dreamy influence seems to hang over the land, and to pervade the very atmosphere … the place still continues under the sway of some witching power, that holds a spell over the minds of the good people, causing them to walk in a continual reverie. They are given to all kinds of marvelous beliefs, are subject to trances and visions, and frequently see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air.

Washington Irving

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” (1820)

WHATEVER YOU DO, DON’T DRIVE THROUGH THE HUDSON VALLEY! LET someone else do the driving so you can watch the roadside and the sky and the distant tree line. The area is a popular hotspot for supernatural sightings; Bigfoot has been seen and videotaped near a campsite and a pair of large, black phantom cats has been encountered in the woods along the Palisades Parkway and in Tallman Mountain State Park. Whatever your destination, your itinerary should include stops at some of our nation’s most haunted places. After all, this is Sleepy Hollow Country, a region synonymous with the supernatural.

The Hudson Valley contains the towns and cities on either side of New York’s Hudson River, from northern Westchester County and the suburbs of New York City all the way up to Albany. The river Indians, Mahican and Munsee tribes, were the first people believed to occupy the valley; but studies of the mysterious stone chambers throughout Putnam County beg for reconsideration of that long-held hypothesis, as you’ll see later. We do know with certainty, however, when the first Europeans arrived, thanks to ancient records and accounts that have somehow survived various disasters, such as the great fire in the state’s capitol that left countless other original documents in ashes and a night watchman dead (but he’s still around). In the 1610s, Dutch settlers established a trading post on the Hudson River, just south of Albany; from that point on, the population increased steadily along the Hudson Valley corridor. Although the Hudson Valley figured prominently in the American Revolution, during which it was one of the major areas of conflict, it wasn’t truly put on the map and given supernatural status worldwide until Washington Irving released the most popular ghost story ever told, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” His famous tale, along with “Rip Van Winkle,” was based on the Hudson Valley people and landmarks familiar to him. It was Irving’s memorable words that immortalized the region’s reputation of inherent spookiness.

The area enjoyed a period of industrialization in the 1800s, thanks to the construction of the Erie Canal. The city of Troy, in fact, has been dubbed “the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution.” Many of its old factories have been transformed into lucrative new businesses, like the former Empire Stove Works factory, which now houses the haunted Irish Mist Restaurant. During that same period, wealthy industrialists and famous individuals chose to relocate to the Hudson Valley, building their mansions and sprawling estates on or near the famed river. Many of those estates have been meticulously maintained and carefully restored to the splendor of their heyday for the general public to enjoy.

The Hudson Valley is generally divided into three regions, but for the purposes of this book, I’ve given West Point its own section, although it technically resides in one of the Mid-Hudson counties. After all, wouldn’t you expect the oldest of the five national service academies to be haunted, especially when its military garrison played such a key role in the Revolutionary War? The stories in this book are arranged from north to south: Upper Hudson, Mid-Hudson, West Point, and Lower Hudson.

I’ve written several books about ghosts of the Empire State— The Big Book of New York Ghost Stories, Haunted New York, Haunted New York City, and four volumes of Haunted Northern New York. Although the latter has consistently been worthy of multiple tomes (primarily because it’s in my own backyard, so the stories seem to just appear on my doorstep), after writing this book, I’ve conceded that the Hudson Valley may be the single most haunted region in my home state. In terms of all things paranormal—UFOs, Bigfoot and other cryptid creatures, extraterrestrials, alien abductions, geological enigmas, and so on—the Hudson Valley is hands-down the most active area of the state. Irving was on the mark when he said, “The whole neighborhood abounds with local tales, haunted spots, and twilight superstitions; stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the valley than in any other part of the country.” Those words are as true today as they were nearly two hundred years ago when he wrote them. But were the celestial lights he spoke of really shooting stars and meteors, or has the Hudson Valley been visited by UFOs and subjected to extraterrestrial-related phenomena for far longer than we even imagined?

In a region where time seems to have stood still for millennia, where even the trees appear sleepy, and where a character named Rip Van Winkle could doze for twenty years, it’s not surprising that Irving’s legendary tales have endured. In a sense, not much has changed. The little towns still have an enchanted feel about them that is reminiscent of a setting from a Grimm’s fairy tale. The Hudson Valley still has its tales, still has its haunted spots and superstitions, and still has lights that streak across the sky more often than in any other part of the country. Here you will read the best of the unusual, supernatural things so often experienced in this single 184-mile corridor of New York State.



Upper

Hudson Valley

THE UPPER HUDSON VALLEY INCLUDES ALBANY AND RENSSELAER counties, with the cities of Albany and Troy. Besides the haunted New York State Capitol, this region’s list of most haunted sites includes several colleges, a music hall, a restaurant, a coffeehouse, a cemetery, and three famous mansions. Although it may lack the UFO traffic enjoyed by its southern neighbors on either side of the Hudson in the villages of Pine Bush and Brewster, it has had at least one notable incident at the Albany International Airport, which yielded some pretty convincing UFO video footage.

Bull’s Head Inn

While not technically within the Hudson Valley region, the town and village of Cobleskill are pretty darn close—only thirty-five minutes west of Albany. This story is included here because it’s too good to pass up. Anyone roaming the countryside looking for Hudson Valley haunts could easily include the Bull’s Head Inn as a stop on their itinerary.

In 1752, the year the village of Cobleskill was first settled, George Ferster built a log cabin at 2 Park Place in the district near Main Street. During the French and Indian War, the property sat amid murder and mayhem. One Indian took another’s life inside Ferster’s log cabin. Then, when the village was invaded in 1778 by the Tories and Indians under Joseph Brant, the cabin was burned to the ground. William E. Roscoe wrote in his 1882 History of Schoharie County, “A messenger was dispatched on horseback down the valley to apprise the inhabitants of their danger of being slain or captured. … The dwelling of George Ferster, which stood where the Courter house now stands … [and] all within the immediate neighborhood, were but smoking ruins, and their occupants refugees in the cheerless forest.” Imagine the horror and chaos, as women fled to the forest where they hid for days with their children, uncertain of when it would be safe to return home. Three years later, after a new log cabin had been built to replace the first, the Tories returned to the valley:

In the latter part of September 1781, a party of Indians from the Mohawk appeared in the [same] neighborhood and were joined by a number of the Tories to carry out their designs. … They crept slyly to the valley unperceived and began the work of devastation in burning Lawrence Lawyer’s, John Bouck’s, George Ferster’s, and John King’s house, that had been rudely rebuilt after the invasion of 1778.

After his second log cabin was destroyed, Ferster built a tavern there, which he sold to Lambert Lawyer. When Lawyer’s tavern burned to the ground in 1802, the Federal-Georgian structure that still stands today was built by a well-respected carpenter named Seth Wakeman. It was then that the tavern became the Bull’s Head Inn and simultaneously served as village courthouse and town hall.

When prosperous businessman Charles Courter strode into town in 1837, he married into another prominent family, the Lawyers, and purchased the Bull’s Head Inn to convert back into a private residence. Who was going to argue with the man who was quickly elected to the county’s Board of Supervisors, became president of the First National Bank of Cobleskill, and founded the village’s Lutheran church? Courter lived at the Bull’s Head Inn for just over four decades, until he became ill during a business trip, returned home, and died of pneumonia on New Year’s Day in 1879.

The next notable occupants were John Stacy and his wife, who was his polar opposite. The Stacys arrived at the house in 1920. Mr. Stacy loved his booze as much as his wife abhorred it; the first irony of their story is that John Stacy became known as a village lush, while Mrs. Stacy was so opposed to alcohol that she became a staunch member of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). This was at a time when “normally quiet housewives dropped to their knees in pray-ins in local saloons and demanded that the sale of liquor be stopped,” according to the WCTU website. Such an irreconcilable difference of opinion between the husband and wife may explain why Mrs. Stacy slept in her own room. This leads us to the second irony of the Stacys’ story.

Monty Allen purchased the property in 1966 and reopened it as a tavern, once again calling it the Bull’s Head Inn. And guess where the bar was set up? In Mrs. Stacy’s old bedroom! Certainly, she began stirring in her grave. Subsequent owner Bob Youngs kicked it up a notch, establishing a microbrewery on the premises before selling the place to the next owners, who continued operating it as a pub and eatery.

The majority of reported paranormal activity began when the house was converted back into an inn. Since then, owners, customers, managers, and bartenders have all experienced the wrath of a presence that is presumably Mrs. Stacy. Objects like ashtrays and wineglasses fly off tables, doors slam shut, dishes and silverware levitate, and napkins get moved around. Lights turn on and off inexplicably, as do water faucets and, once, even an unplugged cappuccino machine. Similarly, disconnected old-style telephones have reportedly been heard ringing. Though everything is tidied up before the last person leaves for the night, chairs have been found out of place the next morning.

It is assumed that the culprit is Mrs. Stacy. Why? For one thing, a former manager reported seeing an apparition of a woman in the mirrors. Also, customers and employees have seen a woman wearing a long, white old-fashioned gown gliding through the dining room and sitting in a rocking chair in the ladies’ room, appearing as authentic as a restroom attendant. Mostly, the apparition is white, misty, and transparent, taking a decidedly feminine form as it disappears effortlessly through solid walls and tables or hovers near the bar in the basement.

Today, the Bull’s Head Inn is owned by Tony Giammattei, who told Capital News 9 that he found the landmark restaurant abandoned by its previous owners and the “tables overturned.” Who turned the tables upside down? Did the former owners walk in one morning to find them that way—like the chairs they always found moved—prompting them to make a hasty departure? Or did the resident ghosts turn them over between owners out of sheer boredom? At any rate, Mr. Giammattei is fine with the restaurant’s spooky reputation and, according to head chef Bill Thetford, plans to turn the Bull’s Head Inn into an upscale steak house that the community can be proud of.
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The Whining in West Hall

On July 10, 1897, a New York Times correspondent from Troy reported that a day earlier, an ill-fated peddler named George Horan died at the Troy Hospital, and a witness, Charles A. Pixley, said that Horan had been murdered by the night watchman at the institution, Philip Crossen. “At the Coroner’s inquest, several witnesses testified that Crossen, the keeper, had strapped Horan to a cot and beaten him in the face with a strap, after which he left him uncared for until he died Tuesday night.”

The former hospital is now West Hall, which today houses Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s (RPI) arts department, several offices, and the Rensselaer Music Association—and is the campus’s most haunted building. Located on Eighth Street in Troy, West Hall served as the Troy Hospital from about 1869 to 1914. Construction of the stately Second Empire building began in 1868 at the behest of the Sisters of Charity of Saint Vincent de Paul, who operated the facility with an unusual stance of taking in anyone in need, regardless of economic class, ethnic background, or religious affiliation. In that forty-five-year stint as a hospital, the building’s walls absorbed the energy of untold human suffering on a daily basis, with people being brought in dying of incurable illnesses, tragic accidents, coldblooded assaults, and old age. As a hospital, it was a place to go to be healed or die; a repository for drunks, bums, and other social misfits; and an alternative facility for the insane. As compassionate as the Sisters were in this magnificent building, the Troy Hospital was not a happy place. The inmates, as the patients were called, faced their greatest fears of death, disability, dementia, destitution, or abandonment.

Since at least 1985, the West Hall ghost has been highly publicized, beginning in RPI’s own newspaper with the article “Is Betsy Roaming West Hall?” Eric Lambiaso told of a nurse believed to be from the Civil War era named Betsy, who allegedly went on a maniacal murdering spree while tending to the insane patients in the basement. The widespread legend had her “doing away with” the more troublesome patients on the midnight shift, and it’s said she continues to scare people to this day, haunting West Hall by flushing its toilets, slamming its doors, and wailing or whining. There’s no documentation that patients were murdered on Nurse Betsy’s watch, although at least one patient, George Horan, was beaten to death by a night watchman, as described above. Furthermore, the 1880 census for the institute revealed no one by the name of Betsy or Betty or anything of that nature living or working there; but, the 1900 census lists a twenty-four-year-old Bessie McMahon living at the hospital as a housekeeper. Of all the female names listed, that was the only name remotely similar to Betsy. Perhaps our Betsy is really a Bessie—or even a Bertha. In 1899, a young woman named Bertha Hughes was found at four o’clock in the morning, lying on nearby railroad tracks with a severed leg and arm after being struck by the Montreal Express. She was taken to the Troy Hospital and died five hours later. Could she be the spirit heard moaning over the years? Then again, when you think about it, nearly everyone who ever entered the facility’s doors probably had a pretty good reason to moan and complain.

Following its use as a hospital, the building sat vacant for several years, during which vandals and thieves left their marks, as did Mother Nature. During World War I, the U.S. War Office restored the structure sufficiently to use as a training facility and barracks, but they had been in it for only a short time before the armistice ending the war in 1918 was signed and the building was deserted once again. In 1923, the Albany Roman Catholic Diocese purchased it, renovated it to accommodate school rooms like a gymnasium and cafeteria, and opened it in 1925 to serve five hundred Catholic students. In twenty-five years, the student population had tripled, and the diocese was forced to find a larger school for their needs. In 1952, RPI purchased the fortress to house offices, classrooms, and laboratories, and it was officially named West Hall, for its location on the campus’s west side, a year later. In 1991, a massive multimillion dollar restoration project was approved, but work had barely gotten under way when the project was canceled (to be resurrected in 2004). It had apparently been enough to awaken the dead, for that’s when West Hall’s ghost stories began in earnest.

The night custodians complained of hearing doors closing and opening in empty hallways, glass breaking for which no sources could be found, and eerie, far-off screams. Printers and other office machines have been known to come on by themselves. The custodians have even complained of smelling fresh-baked cookies, but never being able to find them. (Now that’s a valid complaint!) Such reports were corroborated by a couple of students who volunteered to spend the night in the basement, where the hospital’s insane patients were purportedly housed, to see if they heard anything unusual. Imagine the excitement generated when they captured a “three-second whine” on tape that they hadn’t heard with their own ears. Once, as two individuals tried to open a door, they actually heard someone moaning on the other side. Rather than check to see that no one was hurt, they made a hasty retreat out of the building. It’s every man for himself in West Hall at night.

A particularly memorable incident occurred one night when every toilet in the building flushed at precisely 3:00 A.M. In paranormal circles, that time is often referred to as dead time, the best hour of night to make contact with the spirit world. It’s also considered the antihour, or Antichrist hour. Jesus Christ is said to have died at 3:00 P.M. on Good Friday, so the opposite time, or antihour, is 3:00 A.M., which mocks the crucifixion. Hence, if paranormal incidents begin occurring at 3:00 A.M. in one’s house or business, some believe it may indicate the presence of an evil spirit. Skeptics of the synchronized flushing-toilet incident at West Hall said it was merely the result of a heavy downpour overloading the city sewer system, causing the toilet water on the premises to “burp” simultaneously. Others have used scientific means to support the theory that West Hall is haunted, including recordings of electronic voice phenomena (EVPs), erratic electromagnetic field (EMF) readings, and countless photographs depicting what is thought to be spirit energy, mostly in the form of orbs. Paranormal investigators and renowned psychics, such as Lorraine Warren, have given an emphatic nod to the question of whether West Hall is haunted.


The Show Must Go On

She died in a room adorned with old photographs of herself, taken when she was in her prime. Of course, vaudeville superstar Eva Tanguay wasn’t able to return to that happy time in the flesh, but with her soul no longer tethered to a physical body, has she accomplished her dream of returning to the stage? Many believe she now haunts the Cohoes Music Hall.

Tanguay’s life began and ended in poverty, but from the time the former Cohoes resident first started performing at the music hall in the 1890s until 1929, she enjoyed immense wealth and fame. By the age of thirty, she was earning more than any other vaudeville performer of her time. Though her voice was mediocre, her carefree demeanor and daring songs and outfits captivated audiences everywhere, catapulting her to fame. Then at the age of fifty, it all fell apart for her. The stock market, in which Eva had invested two million dollars, suddenly crashed, and she lost everything. To make matters worse, she soon lost her health, losing her sight and becoming plagued with arthritis within two years of going broke. After twenty years of confinement and suffering in her Hollywood home, she died in 1947. The doctor who had checked in on her the night before her death told the New York Times that she had been in good spirits and spoke longingly “of the past in which she lived.”

Built in 1874 by newspaper publisher James Maston and textile manufacturer William Acheson, the Cohoes Music Hall at 58 Remsen Street was three stories: The first floor had stores and a post office; the second floor consisted of a storage room and offices, including the ticket office; and the third floor housed the elaborate theater area and stage, which was where the magic happened, for at least a couple decades. By 1905, it became apparent that the building required extensive maintenance. Coupled with the decreased profit due to competition, the costs made it impossible to justify keeping the hall open. It was ultimately closed and remained vacant and neglected for more than sixty years. In 1969, the city purchased it for just $1 and began renovations to open it once again as a music hall. That was when the ghost sightings and strange occurrences began, as often happens during periods of remodeling.

A number of people have reported seeing a female apparition in the balcony area. Most say she strongly resembles Eva Tanguay, but others have described a female spirit in 1930s-era clothing or an angry-looking woman in a black dress. A male apparition has been seen as well, in the aisles and on stage; he announces his presence with a low, disembodied voice that has never been traced to a source. Some say he’s the former stage manager who died when a sandbag fell on him many years ago. Because props that were purposely placed near the stage before shows have sometimes disappeared, being replaced by others that nobody had requested, the staff speculates that perhaps the deceased stage manager is determined to continue running the show. Why should a minor detail like one’s sudden passing keep him from performing his duties?
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